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ABSTRACT

Objectives: To explore the relationship between college students’ self-esteem (SE) and their social phobia (SP), as well as the
mediating role of fear of negative evaluation (FNE) and the moderating effect of perfectionism. Methods: A convenience
sampling survey was carried out for 1020 college students from Shandong Province of China, utilizing measures of college
students’ self-esteem, fear of negative evaluation, perfectionism, and social phobia. Data analysis was performed using the SPSS
PROCESS macro. Results: (1) college students’ self-esteem significantly and negatively predicts their social phobia (β = −0.31, t
= −10.10, p < 0.001); (2) fear of negative evaluation partially mediates the relation between self-esteem and social phobia
among college students, with the mediating effect accounting for 48.97% of the total effect (TE); (3) the mediating role of fear
of negative evaluation is moderated by perfectionism (β = 0.18, t = 7.75, p < 0.001), where higher levels of perfectionism
strengthen the mediating effect of fear of negative evaluation. Conclusions: Perfectionism moderates the mediating effect that
fear of negative evaluation plays, establishing a moderated mediating model.
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Introduction

Social phobia (SP), frequently considered as social anxiety
disorder, is featured with a substantially enduring fear that
arises in certain social contexts where the individual might
encounter new people or be under the observation of others
[1]. There was an overlap between social anxiety and social
phobia, which were not fundamentally different but rather a
continuum of social evaluation concerns, ranging from mild
to extreme degrees. Along this continuum, shyness occupied

a lower end, social anxiety was in the middle, social phobia
stood at a higher end, and avoidant personality disorder was
at the extreme end [2]. Individuals’ increased levels of social
anxiety led to social phobia. Social phobia significantly
affected an individual’s psychological and physiological
functioning [3]. Studies have shown that people suffering
from social phobia display increased anxiety levels [4],
depression rates [5], substance abuse [6], as well as notable
limitations in socialization [7] and career development
issues [8].
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Social phobia had a higher prevalence within
populations, particularly among college students, where this
phenomenon became more prominent. Most individuals
had experienced varying degrees of social anxiety at some
stage in life, though some may not have reached the level of
social phobia but still encountered elevated levels of social
anxiety. Studies reported that over 13% of individuals, at
some point in their lives, met the diagnostic criteria for
social phobia [9]. The onset of social phobia typically
occurred during adolescence or early adulthood [10–12],
and college students fell within this age range, making them
a high-risk group for social phobia. Social phobia could
impede college students’ social interactions, significantly
impacting their relationships, learning, and employment. In
extreme cases, it could hinder their subjective sense of well-
being [13,14]. Therefore, exploring the influencing factors
and the mechanisms behind the development of social
phobia in college students is an essential concern for
researchers. Relevant studies hold significant importance in
preventing and intervening in college students’ social phobia.

College students’ self-esteem (SE) and social phobia (SP)
Significant research attention has been given to identifying
risk factors linked to social phobia, revealing that self-
esteem serves as a protective element against social phobia
among college students [15–18]. Self-esteem is generally
represented as a kind of comprehensive emotional judgment
and experience of individuals, reflecting in the attitudes and
evaluations they hold about themselves [19]. From a
psychodynamic perspective, the core of social phobia lies in
the fear of others harming one’s self-esteem, leading
individuals to employ various methods to protect it. For
instance, avoiding public speaking or eye contact serves as a
means of safeguarding and defense of self-esteem [20,21].
When individuals possess higher self-esteem, their self-
evaluations are more positive, and they exhibit a more
favorable self-attitude, being less concerned about potential
harm to their self-esteem by others [22]. Conversely, people
with lower SE have lower self-evaluations, likely to employ
various methods to protect their SE, leading to
manifestations such as fear of public speaking, characteristic
of SP. Previous surveys suggested students with lower SE
experienced a greater prevalence of social phobia compared
with their counterparts with higher self-esteem [23].
Additionally, during the treatment of social phobia, lower
self-esteem might have reduced the likelihood of treatment
success [24]. Therefore, we propose hypothesis 1: college
students’ self-esteem negatively predicts their social phobia.

About the mediating effect of fear of negative evaluation (FNE)
How does college students’ self-esteem predict their social
phobia? The Cognitive Behavioral Model of Social Anxiety
Disorder (SADCBM) pointed out that SP stems from
individuals’ assessments of their intention of negative
evaluation in social situations [25]. Those with SP
anticipated negative evaluations from others [26], and these
anticipated negative evaluations further trigger anxiety,
leading to the formation of SP [2]. Therefore, fear of
negative evaluation (FNE) exerts some pivotal effect on
individuals’ emergence of SP. FNE denotes the fearful

expectation or anticipation individuals have towards the
possibility of receiving unfavorable judgments from others
in social contexts [27]. Studies have also revealed that
individuals exhibiting more FNE seem like experiencing
more intense social anxiety [28], and the higher level of
social anxiety tended to transition into SP. Consequently,
FNE produced a positive relationship with the prevalence of
social phobia among college students [29].

Meanwhile, self-esteem could predict fear of negative
evaluation. SE encompasses individuals’ perceptions and
judgments regarding their capabilities and values [30]. Self-
determination theory [31,32] suggests that SE represents a
continuum from true SE to contingent SE. True SE was the
more constant personal characteristic that was not reliant
on meeting external standards or the validation of others. It
is less concerned with or affected by negative evaluations
from others. On the other hand, contingent self-esteem
depended on meeting imposed or external standards.
Individuals with contingent self-esteem focus on seeking
and maintaining positive self-definitions, are more
concerned about negative evaluations from others and often
rely on positive achievements to validate their positive
emotions about themselves [33,34]. Related research has
identified self-esteem as a crucial predictive element for
individuals’ fear of negative evaluation [35]. Therefore, we
propose hypothesis 2: college students’ FNE mediates
between their SE and SP.

About the moderating effect that perfectionism plays
Perfectionism may have moderated the predictive impact that
college students’ FNE had on SP. Perfectionism refers to one’s
personality trait characterized by striving for high standards in
tasks and tendencies toward self-criticism [36]. This
personality trait of perfectionism was closely linked to the
psychological well-being of college students [37–39].
Perfectionists are unsatisfied unless they meet their
standards, and imperfect outcomes or evaluations not
recognized by others could cause excessive stress, leading to
various psychological issues such as symptoms of anxiety
[40]. Moreover, based on the SADCBM theory, individuals’
FNE not only directly led to SP but also interacted with
excessive self-focus, exacerbating SP [2]. Perfectionists often
hold excessively high demands for their performance,
achievements, and external evaluations, frequently fixating
on their flaws or errors and striving relentlessly for
perfection [41], indicating excessive self-focus. Therefore, we
propose hypothesis 3: perfectionism intensifies the impact
that FNE plays on SP. In particular, the predictive power
that FNE shows on SP is stronger for college students full of
more perfectionism compared to those with less perfectionism.

To conclude, although earlier research established a
direct connection between social phobia and self-esteem in
college students, there has been minimal investigation into
the mechanisms that underlie this relationship. Building
upon the SADCBM theory, a moderated mediating
hypothesis model is constructed based on a review and
analysis of existing literature to investigate three main
questions: (1) whether SE negatively predicts SP among
college students; (2) whether FNE mediates the relationship
between college students’ SE and SP; and (3) whether
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perfectionism moderates this mediating model. These
research hypotheses are illustrated in Fig. 1. This model
enhances our awareness of some direct relation between
college students’ SE and SP, not only elucidating how SE
reduces SP but also exploring when this influence may be
amplified or attenuated. Thus, it explains the mechanisms
behind college students’ SP and provides theoretical support
for enhancing SE and reducing SP in this population.

Methods

Participants
In this study, a cross-sectional survey was designed not only to
explore the relationship between college students’ SE and SP,
but also to reveal the mediating effect that FNE plays, and
perfectionism’s moderating effect on this relationship. A
convenient sampling survey was employed to gather data
from 1300 university attendees across four institutions in
Shandong Province, China, through a questionnaire
distributed in October 2023. To verify the sincerity of the
participants in filling out the questionnaire, it included
random questions to detect dishonesty, compelling the
participants to choose specific responses to weed out
untruthful data (for instance, “For this item, please select
‘disagree’”). Following the removal of 80 questionnaires due
to non-serious responses, incomplete information, or outlier
data, a total of 1020 responses were deemed valid. Among
these valid responses, participants’ ages was from 17 to 23
years (Mean = 19.20, SD = 1.03), with 568 female and 452
male students participating.

Measures
Self-esteem scale (SES)
Rosenberg’s Self-esteem Scale (SES) [42] was adopted in the
form of Chinese version, which has the good reliability and
validity in measuring self-esteem levels in the Chinese
population [43]. There are 10 items in the form of a four-
point Likert scale shown as the score from “1 = completely
disagree” to “4 = completely agree”, and the average score is
calculated after the reverse score of four items. A greater
total score stands for college students’ higher level of SE.
The confirmatory factor analysis results about this scale
were: χ2/df = 13.79, TLI = 0.93, CFI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.11,
indicating that the validity of the scale is acceptable, and its
Cronbach’s α was up to 0.82.

Fear of negative evaluation scale (FNES)
The study used Leary’s short-form Fear of Negative
Evaluation Scale [44] to measure college students’ FNE. The

scale was made up of 12 items, among which 8 items were
positively stated and 4 items were negatively stated. Studies
have shown that since the negative words in the four
negative items may confuse the respondents and cause
errors [45,27], the use of eight positive items can also
achieve effective measurement. Therefore, all items on the
scale are positive. The scale utilizes a 5-point scoring way,
with “1” indicating “not like me at all” and “5” indicating
“completely like me”. Compute the mean score across all
items; a higher score indicates the participant’s increased
level of apprehension about FNE. The confirmatory factor
analysis results about this scale were: χ2/df = 15.57, TLI =
0.96, CFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.11, indicating that the validity
of the scale is acceptable, and its Cronbach’s α was up to 0.96.

Perfectionism scale (PS)
The Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale used in this study
was developed by Chinese scholars Wang and Dai based on
a sample of Chinese college students [46]. The scale
comprises two subscales: High Standards of Perfectionism
and Adaptive Perfectionism, totaling 29 items scored by a
five-point Likert scale with “1 = strong disagreement” to “5
= strong agreement”. The higher scores tend to indicate
participants’ stronger intention toward perfectionism. The
Adaptive subscale comprises two dimensions: emotional and
cognitive-behavioral; higher scores indicate more prominent
maladaptive manifestations caused by the pursuit of
perfectionism. The higher average scores signify
participants’ higher levels of perfectionism. The
confirmatory factor analysis results about this scale were: χ2/
df = 11.18, TLI = 0.90, CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.10,
indicating that the validity of the scale is acceptable, and its
Cronbach’s α was up to 0.92.

Social phobia scale (SPS)
Fergus’s brief social phobia scale, revised based on a sample of
Chinese university students [47], consists of 6 items in the
form of a five-point Likert scale that is denoted as the range
from “1 = disagree strongly” to “5 = agree strongly”. The
higher average score indicates higher levels of participants’
social phobia. The confirmatory factor analysis results about
this scale were: χ2/df = 6.93, TLI = 0.99, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA
= 0.07, indicating that the scale has good validity, and its
Cronbach’s α was up to 0.95.

Statistical analysis
IBM SPSS 26.0 was utilized in the description, reliability,
correlation, and regression analysis. A regression-based path
approach was employed, utilizing the PROCESS macro to

FIGURE 1. A moderated mediation model.
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examine conditional indirect relationships [48]. In this study,
we employed models 4 and 14 from the PROCESS macro. A
moderated mediation model was tested using a conditional
process model with bootstrap procedure techniques. In all
effect analyses, we computed the 95% confidence intervals
by using five thousand bootstrap resamples. p values at least
less than 0.05 are regarded as the basic standard of being
statistically significant.

Ethics
In this research involving human participants, adherence to
the Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments was
ensured. This study has been approved by the Ethical
Committee of Qingdao Harbor Vocational and Technical
College, Qingdao, China (IRB number: 20230323). Prior to
data gathering, all participants signed the informed consent
in this study. They were informed of their choice and
decision to discontinue participation at any point, and the
privacy of their responses was guaranteed. After each
participant completed the questionnaire, we provided a
small token of appreciation as a thank-you for their efforts.

Results

Description and correlation analysis
In terms of statistics shown in Table 1, correlation analyses
have shown SE was negatively related with FNE (r = −0.22,
p < 0.01), perfectionism (r = −0.09, p < 0.01) and SP (r =
−0.32, p < 0.01). FNE was positively related with
perfectionism (r = 0.64, p < 0.01) and SP (r = 0.67, p <
0.01). In addition, perfectionism was positively related with
SP (r = 0.57, p < 0.01). Additionally, the skewness and
kurtosis values for each variable suggest adherence to a
normal distribution in the data.

Test of mediation
Initially, on the basis of controlling for variables such as
gender and student cadre experience, a regression analysis
by using SPSS software was to explore the direct effect (DE)
of college students’ self-esteem on social phobia.
Subsequently, Model 4 (a mediation model) from the SPSS
macro process developed by Hayes [48] was established to
probe the mediation role that FNE played in the
relationship between SE and SP.

Table 2 showed that SE posed a significantly and
negatively predictive power on SP (β = −0.31, t = −10.10, p
< 0.001). While FNE, as the mediating variable, was
introduced, the negatively predictive power of SE on SP was

still significant (β = −0.35, t = −6.68, p < 0.001), while the
negatively predictive power of SE on FNE was significant (β
= −0.48, t = −7.48, p < 0.001). FNE significantly and
positively predicted SP (β = 0.69, t = 27.79, p < 0.001). There
is the absence of zeros in 95% confidence interval between
the upper limit and the lower limit, as outlined in Table 3,
regarding the direct effect of SE on SP and the indirect effect
(IE) of FNE, which signifies that self-esteem not only has a
direct predictive power over SP but also significantly
forecasts SP by means of the mediation impact of FNE. This
result also verified the existence of mediation effect of FNE,
which accounted for 48.97% of the total effect (TE).

Test of moderated mediation
For checking the moderating role of perfectionism, Model 14
from the SPSS macro process was utilized, focusing on the
moderation of the latter part of the mediation model in this
research. The findings are presented in Table 4. After the
control of gender and experience as student cadre variables,
perfectionism was put into the mediating model. The
interaction between perfectionism and FNE was significantly
predictive of social phobia (β = 0.18, t = 7.75, p < 0.001),
revealing that perfectionism moderates the predictive effect
of self-esteem on social phobia.

We carried out simple slope analyses to illustrate whether
there are the significantly interactive effects of college
students’ perfectionism. In Fig. 2, FNE positively predicted
SP (β = 0.40, t = 11.55, p < 0.001) for participants with low
perfectionism (M - SD), while for participants with high
perfectionism (M + SD), FNE strongly and positively
predicted SP (β = 0.67, t = 18.62, p < 0.001), indicating that
FNE has somewhat stronger effect on SP with the increasing
level of individuals’ perfectionism. Further analysis of the
moderating effect of perfectionism on the mediating role of
FNE revealed that for high-perfectionism participants (M +
SD), the mediation effect of FNE was at the higher level
(Table 5).

Discussion

For the sake of college students’ good personal relationships
and mental health development, this study explored the
mediating role of college students’ fear of negative
evaluation between self-esteem and social phobia, as well as
the moderating effect of perfectionism within this
relationship. Building upon prior important findings, this
research gives a more outlook of the internal mechanisms
by means of which self-esteem influences social phobia in

TABLE 1

Descriptions and correlations

Predictors M SD Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4

1. Self-esteem (SE) 3.03 0.51 0.331 −0.308 1

2. Fear of negative evaluation (FNE) 3.08 1.05 −0.303 −0.364 −0.22** 1

3. Perfectionism 3.17 0.76 0.025 1.281 −0.09** 0.64** 1

4. Social phobia (SP) 2.33 1.14 0.595 −0.480 −0.32** 0.67** 0.57** 1
Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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college students. The findings offer theoretical support for
specific intervention measures aimed at reducing social
phobia among college students.

SE and SP
The research findings indicate that college students’ SE makes
a direct negative predictive effect on their social phobia, with
the DE accounting for 48.97% of the TE, confirming
hypothesis 1. This outcome aligns with existing research on
the relationship between SE and SP [15–18], suggesting that
college students with lower SE are more likely to suffer from
SP. The Fear Management Theory can explain this result
[49]. According to the Anxiety-buffer Hypothesis of Fear

Management Theory, SE acts as an “anxiety buffer,” with
stronger SE resulting in reduced susceptibility to anxiety
and less likelihood of behavior associated with anxiety.
Conversely, weakened SE leads to increased susceptibility to
anxiety, prompting individuals to worry about revealing
inner fears, thereby triggering various defense mechanisms
and compensatory behaviors to enhance self-worth [50]. SP
represents higher levels of social apprehension and is
influenced by lower SE. Therefore, college students’ SE
exerts the direct negative predictive effect on their SP.

TABLE 2

Mediation effect of self-esteem on social phobia

Predictors Model 1 social phobia (SP) Model 2 fear of negative evaluation
(FNE)

Model 3 social phobia (SP)

β 95%CI t β 95%CI t β 95%CI t

Gender −0.07 [−0.31, −0.03] −2.38* 0.08 [−0.05, 0.22] 1.25 −0.23 [−0.33, −0.12] −4.25***

Student cadre 0.01 [−0.13, 0.14] 0.03 −0.07 [−0.19, 0.06] −1.00 0.05 [−0.05, 0.15] 0.91

Self-esteem −0.31 [−0.81, −0.55] −10.10*** −0.48 [−0.60, −0.35] −7.48*** −0.35 [−0.45, −0.25] −6.68***

Fear of negative evaluation 0.69 [0.64, 0.74] 27.79***

R2 0.11 0.05 0.49

F 40.04*** 18.68*** 245.86***
Note: Each column is a regression model that predicts the criterion. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 3

Total, direct and indirect effects

B SE LLCL ULCL

TE −0.68 0.07 −0.81 −0.55

DE −0.35 0.05 −0.45 −0.25

IE −0.33 0.05 −0.44 −0.23

TABLE 4

Testing the moderated mediation effect of self-esteem on social phobia

Predictors Model 1 fear of negative evaluation (FNE) Model 2 social phobia (SP)

β 95%CI t β 95%CI t

Gender 0.08 [−0.05, 0.22] 1.25 −0.15 [−0.25, −0.05] −3.04***

Student cadre −0.07 [−0.19, 0.06] −1.00 0.06 [−0.03, 0.16] 1.31

SE −0.48 [−0.60, −0.35] −7.48*** −0.37 [−0.47, −0.28] −7.54***

FNE 0.53 [0.47, 0.59] 17.39***

Perfectionism 0.34 [0.26, 0.42] 8.15***

FNE × Perfectionism 0.18 [0.13, 0.22] 7.75***

R2 0.05 0.55

F 18.68*** 207.34***
Note: Each column is a regression model that predicts the criterion. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 2. Moderating effect of perfectionism on the relationship
between self-esteem (SE) and social phobia (SP).
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Mediating effect of FNE
It is discovered that college students’ FNE partially mediates
the relation between their SE and SP. In other words, the
effect of SE on SP operates through two pathways: one
directly predicting SP and the other through the mediating
role of FNE. Several explanations might underlie this
finding. According to the sociometer theory of SE, SE serves
like a subjective measuring instrument of an individual’s
relationships with society and significant others, reflecting
the status of their interpersonal relationships. It functions as
a gauge of interpersonal relations, prompting individuals to
maintain a certain level of acceptance by others. In
preserving SE, individuals adopt strategies to maintain
positive self-evaluations, such as avoiding situations that
might lead to negative evaluations to prevent damage to
their SE. Individuals with low SE might hold negative self-
appraisals, feeling inferior to others, which might lead to
concerns about rejection or disapproval in social situations
[51], thus generating FNE. Individuals experiencing FNE
tend to exhibit SP during interactions, evaluating potential
threats in social environments and avoiding these perceived
threats [25], resulting in SP. In essence, individuals with low
SE tend to make negative self-assessments in social
evaluation situations and FNE from others. This cognitive
style is considered a core factor triggering SP [52,53].
Therefore, college student’ FNE functions as a mediator in
the connection between their SE and SP.

The moderating effect of perfectionism
This finding was that the prediction effect of college students’
FNE on SP is moderated by perfectionism. As for college
students with perfectionism at the higher level, their FNE
shows a stronger impact on SP and a more mediating role.
For one thing, this aligns with the above-mentioned
SADCBM theory, suggesting that FNE not only can directly
cause SP but also interacts with the excessive self-focus of
perfectionism, exacerbating SP [2]. Perfectionists tend to set
higher standards for themselves [36]. In social settings, if a
perfectionist worries about falling short of their expectations
or fear negative evaluations from others, this fear might lead
to avoidance of social situations or manifest as increased
anxiety and fear. They become more concerned about
others’ perceptions, and more sensitive to negative
evaluations, potentially intensifying their concerns about
social relationships and consequently triggering SP. For
another thing, college students’ personality traits about
perfectionism may be related to this finding. The pursuit of
superiority or perfection is an innate internal drive-in

people, reflecting the inherent need to overcome
shortcomings [54]. However, high levels of perfectionism
inherently contain certain negative aspects [55]. As people
aim for elevated standards, the risk of failing rises, providing
more instances of receiving negative feedback, which in turn
cultivates a fearful sense of being negatively evaluated. This
effectively strengthens the effect of college students’ FNE
and intensifies its effect on SP. Therefore, perfectionism
might exacerbate the effect that college students’ FNE plays
on social phobia, increasing their preoccupation with
potential negative evaluations in social situations and
subsequently intensifying the severity of SP.

Research Limitations and Implications

Actually, some shortages exist in this study. First, initially,
scholars believed that perfectionism was a single-
dimensional construct [56]. However, as research
progressed, scholars proposed both two-dimensional and
multi-dimensional views of perfectionism [57,58]. Presently,
this study only utilized a two-dimensional scale of
perfectionism, examining its moderating effect from a
single-dimensional perspective, resulting in incomplete
findings. In the future, we should make a relatively
comprehensive analysis about multidimensional perspectives
of perfectionism in the formation mechanism of SP among
college students. Second, the cross-sectional approach used
does not confirm causality among SE, FNE, perfectionism,
and SP. In the future survey, longitudinal methods are
supposed to clarify the pathways in our theoretical
framework. Third, this study’s reliance on self-reported data
may compromise its validity. To address this, subsequent
research should include data from a variety of evaluators,
thereby diminishing the impact of subjective biases.

Conclusions

Self-esteem not only directly influences social phobia in
college students but also affects it by way of the mediating
role of FNE. The impact of college students’ FNE on SP is
moderated by perfectionism, meaning that its effect is more
pronounced among groups of students with higher levels of
perfectionism. Simultaneously, perfectionism moderates the
mediating role of FNE in SE and SP, indicating that the
higher level of perfectionism, the stronger the mediating
role of FNE.
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